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ABSTRACT 
 
 
My family has a connection to the area surrounding and including Lismore, a city in 
northern New South Wales, spanning seven generations of continuous occupation. 
In the first half of the nineteenth century, my ancestors were among the first non-
Indigenous people to invade this Country in search of the valuable timber species, 
red cedar (Toona ciliata). Within this research project, I have been tracking the 
displacement and contemporary condition of this material, with a focus on the 
symbiotic relationship between the tree and the cedar tip moth (Hypsipyla 
robusta). Through some of the creative work I have developed during this project, I 
have been exploring the intricate and imperceptible relationships that occur 
beyond the sensory limitations of humans, exemplified by this symbiosis. 
 
During this project, I have conducted numerous research trips to Lismore, and I 
have engaged in an embodied form of research that mines my autobiography and 
personal history. Following a story passed down from my grandmother about her 
father’s metal work in Lismore, I have been exploring the potential for an 
intergenerational draw to material, as the use of steel has become increasingly 
prevalent in my art-making of the last decade. The wrought iron belfry and the cast 
bronze bells of the old Lismore Post Office clock tower have become the locus 
through which these ideas are examined, and the forms and materials of these 
objects are utilised within the video and sculptural work I have been making. 
 
Crucial to the practice and methodology of this research project is the respectful 
acknowledgement of the customary authority of the traditional custodians of the 
Country around Lismore, the people of the Bundjalung Nation. One of the aims of 
this research project is to investigate the potential of art-making as a framework 
through which I may contribute to an ongoing process of reconciliation between 
non-Indigenous Australians and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. My 
attempts at a sustained engagement with Aboriginal people from the Lismore area, 
and a propositional, collaborative artwork with a Bundjalung artist, Digby Moran, 
are discussed within this research paper. 
  
 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
This is many rivers country. And gaurema – to make run – is one Bundjalung 
language word for story. Running rivers, running stories, they all flow in and 
through and past us, nourishing our lives – if we let them. 
The power of story will never die. Listen well.1 
 
 
And the sticks of this wood 
Still are best for making charcoal for artists. 
 
I am myself an artist but cannot draw well.  
Could anyone draw lost forests?2 
 
 
The setting for this research project is an area of Country lying at the eastern edge 
of Australia that centres on the northern New South Wales town of Lismore. The 
area is situated within a region referred to as the “Northern Rivers,” and for 
millennia the people of the Bundjalung Nation have been, and continue to be, its 
traditional custodians. Lismore sits on the Wilsons River, itself an arm of the 
Richmond River, and the flow of water in this Country has long enabled the 
movement of bodies and materials, human and non-human. 
 
An aim of this research project is to destabilise the primacy of an anthropocentric 
comprehension of the world, which is rooted in the cultural and social dominance 
of a “Standard Western Subjectivity”3 that “locates human identity outside and in 
opposition to the earth, in a disembodied universe even beyond materiality itself.”4  
                                                        
1 Melissa Lucashenko, “Foreword,” in Dale S. Roberts, (compiler) & Kate Holmes, (photographer) & 
Arts Northern Rivers (issuing body), Our Way Stories (Alstonville, NSW: Arts Northern Rivers, 2016), 
vii. 
2 Jimmie Durham, “Unter den Linden,” in Jimmie Durham, Poems That Do Not Go 
Together (Berlin: Wiens Verlag, 2012), 9. 
3 Michael Taussig, What Color Is the Sacred? (London; Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
90-92. 
4 Val Plumwood, The Eye of the Crocodile (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2012), 14. 
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Throughout the research project I have attempted a multimodal, embodied 
engagement with Bundjalung Country that positions human identity within a 
complex temporal, material, environmental and ancestral convergence.  
 
Furthermore, this research project posits that an individual’s subjectivity and their 
perception of materiality are interdependent, and that both are mutable: a 
receptiveness to different modes of subjectivity leads to a fundamentally altered 
experience of matter, and vice versa. The research paper charts a process of 
transformation as I have experienced it, detailing the way my thinking and art-
making have been developing during this research project in terms of a 
consideration for materials and an engagement with people, Country and histories.  
 
I locate my own art-making within a field of expanded sculpture, which is inclusive 
of, but not confined to socially engaged practice, object and film-making, 
performance, site-specific installation, and collaboration between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australian and international artists and collectives. Some artworks 
discussed in this research paper have provided models for my own engagement 
with people, Country and histories, while others have enabled me to reconsider the 
intricate and imperceptible relationships between non-human materials. 
 
Key to a decentring of the anthropos is a “radical openness to the Other,”5 as 
espoused by the late Australian ecophilosopher, Val Plumwood. With this notion, 
Plumwood was seeking to “re-present experience in ways that honour the agency 
and creativity of the more-than-human world.”6 Plumwood’s ambition finds its 
echo in Jane Bennett’s account of a “vital materiality”,7 where “nonhuman or not-
quite-human things”8 have the capacity “to act as quasi agents or forces with 
                                                        
5 Val Plumwood, "Journey to the Heart of Stone," Nature, Culture and Literature 5 (2007): 22. 
6 Ibid., 19. 
7 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 
vii. 
8 Ibid., ix. 
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trajectories, propensities, or tendenices of their own.”9 Bennett locates these 
“nonhuman powers” outside, and also within human bodies.10  
 
During this research project, I have re-evaluated my interaction with and 
connection to non-human materials and objects, becoming open to their agential 
and creative potential. The ethics and responsibilities this engagement entails are 
reflected in the changing shape of my expanded sculptural art practice, which is 
discussed in the following chapters. 
 
From a position described by Jane Bennett as “antianthropocentric,”11 Graham 
Harman’s version of an Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO) further dislocates human 
pre-eminence on a universe-encompassing scale.12 According to Harman, all 
relations between objects, including humans, involve a process of translation or 
distortion,13 and all “[o]bjects are sleeping giants holding their forces in reserve.”14  
 
For Harman, it is this latency, as well as the limits of sensory perception that 
prevents humans, and all other objects that come into relation with one another, 
from ever fully experiencing, or exhausting that which they are translating.15 
Consequently, “[humans] do not have access to reality in itself.”16 While certain 
non-human interactions are explored within this research project, I remain 
conscious that they remain inaccessible to me in their entirety, and that they are 
being conceptualised within my very human art practice, a tension which I will 
return to in chapter 1. 
 
                                                        
9 Ibid., viii. 
10 Ibid., ix. 
11 Jane Bennett, “Systems and Things: A Response to Graham Harman and Timothy Morton,” New 
Literary History 43, no. 2 (2012): 228. Bennett is referring to Harman indirectly in this passage. 
12 Graham Harman, Immaterialism: Objects and Social Theory (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2016), 
18. 
13 Graham Harman, Christoph Cox and Jenny Jaskey, “Art and OOObjecthood,” in Christoph Cox, 
Jenny Jaskey, and Suhail Malik (eds.), Realism Materialism Art (Berlin; Annandale-on-Hudson, NY: 
Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College, 2015), 99. 
14 Harman, Immaterialism, 19. 
15 Harman, “Art and OOObjecthood,” 108. 
16 Ibid. 
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The research project embraces Bruno Latour’s concept of the “polytemporal,”17 a 
notion which recognises a proximity and an overlap between the past, future and 
present. Latour uses the image of a spiral to illustrate this temporal foreshortening 
and intermingling, and I utilise the spiral as a working metaphor for my engagement 
with the histories I am addressing. This concept is repeatedly embodied in my art-
making process by a literal circling or spiralling motion in camera, hand-tool and 
body, as well as in the depiction of a spiral in its physical form. This 
spiralling/circling action represents a mode of engagement – constantly 
approaching but never reaching a centre – that resonates with Harman’s notion of 
OOO, which itself postulates that we can only experience materials, objects and 
reality by “indirect, allusive, or vicarious means.”18 
 
History, autobiography and the personal are of crucial significance to this research 
project: I have a familial connection to the Country around Lismore spanning seven 
generations of consistent occupation, from initial invasion to subsequent 
colonisation. My great-great-great-grandparents George John Cooper and Jane 
Sarah Cooper (née Miller), and their young son, also named George, together with a 
group of other families sailed up the eastern coast of Australia and along the 
Richmond River on board two boats, the Little Sally and the Northumberland.19  
 
Arriving in the late 1830s, these families were among the first non-Indigenous 
people to intrude upon this Country in search of the highly prized timber species, 
red cedar (Toona ciliata).20 Following this same route in reverse, the felled logs 
were transported to Sydney where the timber was used for joinery, furniture and 
                                                        
17 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1993), 75. 
18 Harman, Immaterialism, 32. 
19 “District Pioneer: Mr. George Cooper,” Northern Star, October 22, 1923, 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/93622952 
20 “Early Days on the Richmond: Interesting Letter From an 81-year-old Native of Gundurimba,” 
Richmond River Herald and Northern Districts Advertiser, July 31, 1936, 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/126114525 
The year of arrival and the identities of the first cedar-getters on the Richmond River is contentious, 
but not the focus of this research paper. See Louise Tiffany Daley, Men and a River: A History of the 
Richmond River District, 1828-1895 (Melbourne; London; New York: Melbourne U.P, 1968), 27-39. 
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cabinetmaking, serving an important role in the economic development of the 
colony of New South Wales.21 Tracing the historical displacement and 
contemporary condition of red cedar in combination with a focus on the symbiosis 
between the tree and the cedar tip moth (Hypsipyla robusta), form key elements of 
the research project and my expanded sculptural practice.  
 
The Country that my forbears initially encountered is today drastically altered. The 
area stretching east from Lismore all the way to the Pacific coast at Ballina was 
once Australia’s largest tall tree, lowland subtropical rain forest,22 covering an 
estimated 75,000 hectares.23 The name given to this area by the mostly English, 
Scottish and Irish settlers was The Big Scrub,24 while to Widjabal/Wiy-abal people it 
is known as Woorbeh.25 By 1900, it is estimated that a little more than one per cent 
of this rain forest remained.26 The exact boundaries of this historical area are today 
unclear,27 although figure 1 outlines its generally accepted extent.  
 
The significance of the relationship between red cedar trees and the Richmond 
river is embedded in the title of this research paper. The merging of a tree and river 
into the one image is not merely a poetic conflation, it represents the ecological, 
cultural and historical interconnectedness of these two things. In Lismore, where 
the exigencies of trade and migration and the consequences of environmental 
degradation have meant that trees and rivers have been so manifestly intertwined, 
it is a potent combination of metaphors.  
                                                        
21 Rod Ritchie, “The Red Cedar Timber Industry in New South Wales and Queensland,” in Historic 
Houses Trust of New South Wales, Red Cedar in Australia (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New 
South Wales, 2004), 43-59. 
22 Harry J. Frith, “The Destruction of the Big Scrub,” in Wendy Goldstein and New South Wales 
National Parks and Wildlife Service, Rain forests (Sydney: National Parks and Wildlife Service, 1977), 
7. 
23 Shannon Baunach-Greenfields, “Introduction,” in Shannon Baunach-Greenfields (ed.),The Big 
Scrub Rainforest: A Journey Through Time (Lismore, NSW: Rous County Council, 2017), 9. 
24 Rob Garbutt, The Locals: Identity, Place and Belonging in Australia and Beyond (Bern, Switzerland: 
Peter Lang, 2011), 20. 
25 Marie Matthews, Emma Stone, et al., Coopers Creek: A Place of Many Stories (Lismore: Coopers 
Creek Landcare, 2011), 19. 
26 Tony Parkes, “Restoring the Big Scrub,” Big Scrub Rainforest, last modified June 1, 2017, accessed 
October 3, 2017, http://www.bigscrubrainforest.org/restoring-big-scrub. 
27 Frith, “Destruction,” 7. 
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Figure 1. Big Scrub remnants. This map is Figure 13 of the Border Ranges Rainforest Biodiversity 
Management Plan, 2010, produced by the then Department of Environment, Climate Change and 
Water NSW and published on the Australian Government Department of Environment and Heritage 
website. It is reproduced with permission of the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage. Source: 
http://155.187.2.69/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/border-ranges, accessed July 4, 
2017. 
 
Within this research project I am mainly responding to the first three generations of 
my family’s occupation of this Country, a duration of time encompassing the late 
1830s until the interwar period. The focus on this roughly 100-year period is due to 
the momentous cultural and ecological changes that took place within it. As 
Bundjalung author and activist Ruby Langford Ginibi stated, it was the arrival of 
timber-getters on the Richmond River that marked “the beginning of the end for 
the ancient Bundjalung people.”28 It was also within this period that the Country 
around Lismore was transformed from rain forest to farmland, and the process of 
Federation established an Australian identity based on a disavowal of its founding 
violence.29  
                                                        
28 Langford Ginibi provides the counterpoint to this statement at the end of her book, exclaiming 
“That we are here! and always will be here!” Ruby Langford Ginibi, My Bundjalung People (St. Lucia, 
Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1994), 75, 212. 
29 For an insightful discussion on the denial that gave shape to Australian national identity around 
Federation, see Ross Gibson, Seven Versions of an Australian Badland (St Lucia, Queensland: 
University of Queensland Press, 2002), 92, 110-11 & 150-156. 
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What connects this study of the past to my present, and which closely aligns to the 
mapping of displaced material is the imperative to confront my “[s]ettler’s 
inheritance.”30 To me this means: to track the ecological and cultural impacts 
caused by this occupation, to explore responsive strategies for living on this 
Country, and to assess the potential of art-making as a framework through which I 
aim to contribute to an ongoing process of reconciliation between non-Indigenous 
Australians and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
 
Unpacking this inheritance is not a straightforward operation, because, as discussed 
within this research paper, definitions of identity and belonging are not fixed. The 
findings of this project embody the initial stages of a complex process of adaption 
and transformation, both within my art practice and my life. The process is 
imperfect and incomplete, and the limitations of discourse and the bounds of a 
conceptually-driven art practice are tested by the realities and priorities of lived 
experience, all of which is reflected upon within this research paper. 
 
I borrow the term “postcolonizing” for the sub-heading of this research paper from 
Goenpul academic, author, activist and feminist Aileen Moreton-Robinson, who 
uses it “to signify the active, the current, and the continuing nature of the 
colonizing relationship [in Australia]…”31 Throughout this research paper I have 
foregrounded the ideas of Aboriginal activists, writers and theorists from a range of 
communities around Australia, including people from the Bundjalung Nation.  
 
By prioritising the rich field of Aboriginal knowledge available to me, I have sought 
to redress the established network of power and privilege that is the status quo 
within settler colonies like Australia. In this country, the apparatus of colonialism 
persists for Aboriginal people in terms of socio-economic disadvantage and socio-
                                                        
30 David Garneau, "Imaginary Spaces of Conciliation and Reconciliation," West Coast Line 46, no. 2 
(2012): 37. While the Métis artist and writer David Garneau is writing from a Canadian perspective 
of colonisation, I would argue that this is a concept that extends to an Australian context. 
31 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty 
(London; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 10-11 and 196.  
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political marginalisation.32 In this respect, Australia is far from being what could be 
classified a postcolonial society for Aboriginal people.  
 
One strategy I have employed to confront this imbalance is to frame this research 
project’s methodologies and practice in terms of a sustained engagement with 
Aboriginal people from the Lismore area.33 Rather than representing an 
“imperialistic enthusiasm for ‘getting to know the Other’”,34 this respectful 
acknowledgment of Country and customary authority establishes a dialogue and 
the potential for a two-way sharing of knowledge, crucial elements within a 
reconciliation process.35  
 
It is also through a dialogical relationship that we may begin to understand “other 
ways of knowing the world,”36 a vitally important ambition within a continuing 
process of reconciliation and recalibration of anthropocentric attitudes. How this 
manifests within the research paper and artwork, and the challenges produced by 
this proposition are navigated in the second chapter.  
 
A collaborative article written in 2007 by historians Lynette Russell and Margery 
Fee begins by establishing a framework of identity through which their writing 
could be understood; “[t]he authors recognize that our stories, our opinions and 
our conversations have been marked by who we are and where we’re from: we are 
both part of and stand against the colonial project.”37  
 
                                                        
32 See Tony Birch, “Climate Change, Recognition and Social Place-Making,” in Eve Vincent and 
Timothy Neale (eds.), Unstable Relations: Indigenous People and Environmentalism in Contemporary 
Australia (Crawley, Western Australia: UWA Publishing, 2016), 361-362. 
33 In obtaining Human Research Ethics approval from the University of Sydney in October 2016, I 
developed a research agreement with the then CEO of Ngulingah Local Aboriginal Land Council, 
Mikael Smith. This land council is the statutory body representing the traditional custodians of the 
Country this research project focuses on. 
34 Clare Land, Decolonizing Solidarity: Dilemmas and Directions for Supporters of Indigenous 
Struggles (London: Zed Books Ltd, 2015), 62. 
35 See Sarah Maddison, Beyond White Guilt: The Real Challenge for Black-White Relations in 
Australia (Crows Nest, N.S.W: Allen & Unwin, 2011), 156-161. 
36 Margery Fee and Lynette Russell, "‘Whiteness’ and ‘Aboriginality’ in Canada and Australia," 
Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (2007): 202. DOI: 10.1177/1464700107078141 
37 Ibid., 188. 
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This practice of self-identification-as-disclaimer is another important step in 
destabilising hegemonic positions, as it contributes to a re-evaluation of existing 
privilege and moral claims of belonging in Australia. It is repeated by other non-
Indigenous authors who sensitively conceptualise their place within Australia, such 
as Nicholas Thomas and Rob Garbutt. 
  
In his book Possessions, Thomas states, “this book’s partiality must be signalled. Its 
writer is a white Australian…it must be conceded that I do not write from an insider 
point of view.”38 While in The Locals, Garbutt declares "[t]his voice is itself 
particular and limited in scope, my own: an able-bodied, middle-aged, Anglo-Celtic, 
heterosexual, middle-class, tertiary-educated, settler, Australian male."39 
 
It is within this framework that I too must acknowledge that as a non-Indigenous 
male I am marked, and privileged by my colonial-settler ancestry. It is not a simple 
matter of giving up this privilege,40 but if settler-descendant and other non-
Indigenous Australians are to live well41 on land whose original inhabitants were 
violently dispossessed of their Country, it is conceivable that an indefinite period of 
unsettling is required.  
 
This notion of unsettling relates to the third prong of Clare Land’s tripartite strategy 
for leading an “honourable” existence on colonised land.42 Beyond critical self-
reflection and public political action, Land calls for the transformation of individuals 
living within the dominant system; a changing of “the shape of our lives.”43 This 
idea is embedded within the research project’s methodologies and practice, and its 
affect is reflected in the changing nature of my art-making. 
 
                                                        
38 Nicholas Thomas, Possessions: Indigenous Art, Colonial Culture (New York, N.Y: Thames and 
Hudson, 1999), 18.  
39 Garbutt, The Locals, 7. 
40 See Fiona Probyn, "Playing Chicken at the Intersection: The White Critic of Whiteness."  
Borderlands e-journal 3, no. 2 (2004): 9, accessed April 23, 2016, 
http://www.borderlands.net.au/vol3no2_2004/probyn_playing.htm 
41 Garbutt, The Locals, 27. 
42 Land, Decolonizing, 115. Here Land is referencing activist Cam Walker. 
43 Ibid., 117. 
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For the duration of the research project I have attempted a sustained, personal 
engagement with an area of Bundjalung Country. I have travelled repeatedly to 
Lismore over this two-year period, and in October 2016 I exhibited a series of 
sculptures based on my research to date at Lismore Regional Gallery.44 Chapter 1 is 
dedicated to outlining the development of these sculptures and their relationship 
to the research project now, and my art practice more broadly. 
 
During these trips to Lismore I conducted fieldwork such as site visits and oral 
history interviews with family members, local Aboriginal people and local non-
Indigenous people. I visited locations that are significant to my ancestors’ 
inhabitation of and effect on this Country, and have documented these visits with 
photography and writing, examples of which are included in this research paper.  
 
Some of these research methodologies, and even the term “fieldwork”, are 
borrowed from other non-art disciplines such as ethnography, anthropology, 
sociology, history, and philosophy. The ideas and writing of practitioners from 
within these various disciplines have been vital touchstones for the development of 
my own research methodology and artistic practice. The writings of anthropologist 
Deborah Bird Rose have provided me with in-the-field examples of sustained, 
ethical engagements with people, Country and histories, for example.45 Her 
experience has led me to understand the life-long commitment required of this 
form of engagement.  
 
In her book Reparative Aesthetics, Susan Best identifies four female artists working 
in an interdisciplinary manner, whom she describes as behaving like historians in 
their “sceptical evaluation of evidence” provided by historical sites, archival objects, 
photography and other documents.46 Throughout this practice-led research project 
                                                        
44 A tree branches, so does a river, Lismore Regional Gallery, N.S.W., October 1– December 3, 2016. 
45 See Deborah Bird Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation (Sydney: University 
of New South Wales Press Ltd, 2004), and Deborah Bird Rose, Dingo Makes Us Human: Life and Land 
in an Aboriginal Australian Culture (Cambridge; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
46 Susan Best, Reparative Aesthetics: Witnessing in Contemporary Art Photography (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2016), ProQuest Ebook Central, 163. 
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I have delved into archives, accessed primary source historical accounts, and 
listened to oral histories, and I have found that, like the four artists Best describes, 
“[t]o the task of the historian is added the concern of the visual artist: how to 
visually present the resulting interpretation.”47 This challenge is addressed within 
this research paper, and the artworks I have made during this research degree are 
tested by this provocation. 
 
This research paper is divided into three chapters. Central to the first chapter and 
the research paper more broadly is the agential and creative potential of non-
human material and the place of humans within material and temporal relations. 
The belfry of the old Lismore Post Office clock tower (Fig. 2) becomes the locus 
through which these ideas are examined, as my great-grandfather, George John 
Cooper’s grandson, Fred, is said to have contributed to the fabrication of the 
wrought iron scroll work which sits atop the clock tower. Using this framework, I 
elaborate on the many connections between my expanded sculptural art practice 
and the work of Fred. 
 
The second chapter evaluates the possibility for art-making to contribute to an 
ongoing process of reconciliation and explores methodologies for engaging with 
Indigenous communities by reflecting on recent art projects by the collaborative 
group Local Time and Jonathan Jones. I compare my experiences engaging with 
Aboriginal people from the Lismore area to the successes and challenges of these 
two projects. 
 
                                                        
47 Ibid. 
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Figure 2. Postcard depicting the old Lismore Post Office and clock tower. Courtesy of the Richmond 
River Historical Society, Lismore, n.d. 
 
The third chapter examines the significance of travel upon water within the 
research project and investigates the fluid and complex nature of identity and 
belonging in Australia. The material metaphor of cathodic protection in galvanised 
steel is introduced as a framing device for Sarah Ahmed’s concept of “recovery”- 
the acknowledgement of injury and subsequent healing that may take place 
through an ongoing process of reconciliation.48 I explore the potential for a material 
vitality that is transferable across multiple forms and processes of simulation and 
reproduction, and the lost bells of the old Lismore post office clock tower become 
the focus for a discussion on the notions of autochthony49 and belonging in 
Australia. 
  
                                                        
48 Sarah Ahmed, “The Politics of Bad Feeling,” Australian Critical Race and Whiteness Studies 
Association Journal, 1 (2005): 83. 
49 “Ancient Athenians considered their ancestors the primordial inhabitants of their land, as if sprung 
from the very soil of the region they inhabited. Their word for any true-born Athenian, 
“autochthōn,” itself springs from auto-, meaning “self,” and chthōn, meaning “earth.”” 
“Autochthonous,” Definition of Autochthonous by Merriam Webster, accessed November 22, 2016, 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/autochthonous. 
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CHAPTER 1  
 
 
The following chapter is divided into two parts. The first part employs Bruno 
Latour’s concept of the “polytemporal,” represented in spiral form, as a working 
metaphor that temporally and materially connects the wrought iron belfry of the 
Lismore post office clock tower to the material engagement and techniques of my 
ancestors and my own art-making. The concept of an ancestral attraction to 
working with certain materials is developed in relation to Bennett’s concept of a 
“metallic vitality”50 that links the metals within my body to the steel that both my 
ancestors and I have engaged with, and I use Harman’s OOO to identify the 
complexities of an embodied engagement with histories and materials. 
 
The second part of this chapter explores the symbiosis between the red cedar tree 
and the cedar tip moth, and examines the challenges inherent in art-making that 
addresses non-human perception, communication and experience from a human 
perspective. Dane Mitchell’s artwork, which engages with the immaterial realm of 
scent, as well as the physical and formal language of sculpture, is discussed in 
relation to my own art-making within this research project.  
 
Part 1 – A spiralling 
 
 
According to a story told by my maternal grandmother, Thelma, her father, 
Frederick (Fred) Ernest Wright, worked on the production of the belfry which sits 
atop the old Lismore Post Office clock tower (Fig. 3). The ornate wrought iron 
scrollwork comprising the belfry was produced at Lismore’s first engineering works, 
O’Flynn’s Foundry, and was completed near the middle of 1900.51  
                                                        
50 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 59, emphasis in original. 
51 “Iron Belfry for Clock Tower – Local Work,” Northern Star, May 2, 1900, 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/72071779 
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Figure 3. The clock tower and belfry of the old Lismore Post Office. Photograph by author, 2016. 
 
While I observe the iron coiling within the belfry, I recognise the heat and the 
labour that would have been required to exploit the porous structure of this 
material, for I too work with metal and know something of the physical exertion 
required to shape it. In fact, crucial to the origins of this research project was a self-
reflexive questioning about why it is in my practice of the last few years that steel 
has become so prevalent a material.  
 
I began to think about a history of making within my immediate family, and then to 
more distant relations. I found an undercurrent of material-specific engagement 
spanning generations, contracting the heretofore distant past. Not only was Fred a 
blacksmith, but so were his father and grandfather. 
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Figure 4. Work in progress at the Sydney College of the Arts workshop. Photograph by author, 2016. 
 
In the process of making recent steel sculptures I have used a MIG welder, hammer, 
anvil and a propane gas torch, among other tools (Fig. 4). During the production of 
these works, the clanging of steel reverberated through time, finding its echo in the 
workshop of my great-grandfather, and resonating further still in the actions and 
materials of other millennia. 
 
According to Latour’s argument, my exertions over the last few years, utilising a 
process thousands of years old, as well as technology from the twentieth century, 
interrupts a logic of linear progression key to the rationale of modernity.52 
Discussing the disruption of this order, and invoking more watery imagery, Latour 
states, “[i]nstead of a fine laminary flow, we will most often get a turbulent flow of 
whirlpools and rapids. Time becomes reversible instead of irreversible.”53  
                                                        
52 Latour, Modern, 73. 
53 Ibid. 
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Latour proposes that the model of a spiral should be used to frame our actions 
within what he refers to as the polytemporal, stating that: 
 
“We do have a future and a past, but the future takes the form of a 
circle expanding in all directions, and the past is not surpassed but 
revisited, repeated, surrounded, protected, recombined, reinterpreted 
and reshuffled. Elements that appear remote if we follow the spiral may 
turn out to be quite nearby if we compare loops. Conversely, elements 
that are quite contemporary, if we judge by the line, become quite 
remote if we traverse a spoke.”54 
 
Following Latour’s concept of the polytemporal, I am arguing that rather than 
simply upsetting a conception of material practice based in linear time, my 
engagement with the materials and some of the processes utilised by my ancestors 
brings their work into direct temporal and material proximity with my art-making. 
 
The attraction to materials and processes that I discovered in my family is repeated 
in the experiences of David Smith and Ricky Swallow, artists who, like me, share a 
similar interest in the form and properties of quotidian objects and materials.55 
David Smith’s great-grandfather was a blacksmith, and his father an inventor. This 
“ancestral legacy” was an important reference throughout Smith’s career, and is 
evident in the materials and processes he worked with (Fig. 5).56 Ricky Swallow’s 
father was a fisherman, and his work Killing Time (2003-04) (Fig. 6) is a “formal 
acknowledgement” of his past and the influence of “the formality and discipline of 
a manual and craft-based tradition” on his practice.57 
 
                                                        
54 Ibid., 75. 
55 See Christopher Bedford, “A Replacement of Its Former Self,” in The Huntington Library, Art 
Collections, and Botanical Gardens (ed.) Lesley Vance & Ricky Swallow at The Huntington (Seattle: 
Marquand Books, Inc., 2012), 22-27. 
56 Joan Pachner, David Smith (London; New York: Phaidon, 2013), 7. 
57 Charlotte Day, “An interview with Ricky Swallow,” in Charlotte Day (ed.), Ricky Swallow: This Time 
Another Year (Sydney, N.S.W.: Australia Council for the Arts, 2005), 47. 
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Figure 5. David Smith in his workshop, Bolton Landing, NY, c. 1953. Photograph by the artist,     
© Estate of David Smith/Licensed by VAGA, NY. Source: https://crsaforum.org/2014/01/23/project-
profile-smith-cr, accessed December 26, 2017. 
 
Figure 6. Ricky Swallow, Killing Time, 2003-04. Laminated jelutong, maple, 108 x 184 x 118 cm 
(irreg.). Purchased with funds provided by the Rudy Komon Memorial Fund and the Contemporary 
Collection Benefactors’ Program 2004. Art Gallery of New South Wales Collection © Ricky Swallow. 
Courtesy of Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney. Source: http://21cblog.com/ricky-swallow-killing-time, 
accessed December 26, 2017. 
 
Using the examples of my metal-oriented sculptural practice and the work of my 
blacksmithing ancestors, I am proposing that beyond a point of reference or an 
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influence on artistic practice, a material-specific attraction could potentially 
traverse generations. This notion could be interpreted as mystically predestined 
behavior, or a genetically inherited trait. However, I am postulating that an 
intergenerational attraction to material could result from the agential and creative 
potential of “more-than-human” material, and relate to the “complex 
entanglements of humans and nonhumans” Bennett addresses when she 
articulates our common material configurations.58 
 
In Vibrant Matter, Bennett positions the human within an “assemblage” of non-
human material such as “microbes, animals, plants, metals, [and] chemicals…”59 
She also outlines some ideas put forward by the science historian Cyril Smith. 
According to Smith, it was metalworkers’ intimate understanding of their material 
which led to the discovery of the polycrystalline structure of non-organic matter.60 
It is this “variegated topology” that they exploit when adding carbon to iron and 
producing other alloys.61  
 
Furthermore, referencing the loose atoms evident in the crystal grains of iron, 
Bennett perceives a life in these quivering atoms, what she calls a “metallic 
vitality,” because they can “choose developmental paths that could not have been 
foreseen, for they are governed by an emergent rather than a linear or 
deterministic causality.”62 
 
Just as the metal-workers identified the porosity of metal in order to collaborate 
with it more effectively,63 and I can discern the heat and labour required to shape 
the belfry’s iron spirals, perhaps there is a knowing in the metal itself, and the 
material can recognise something in us. Like Plumwood’s Heartstone, a buried rock 
that had called to her to find it,64 could it be a combination of the metal inside and 
                                                        
58 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 112. 
59 Ibid., 120. 
60 Ibid., 59-60. 
61 Ibid., 59. 
62 Ibid., 112. 
63 Ibid., 60. 
64 Plumwood, “Journey,” 28. 
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outside our human bodies exercising its own agency and creativity by calling us to 
work with it? 
 
It is with a radical openness to the interconnectivity, agency and creative force of 
non-human materials within and outside human bodies that I can account for what 
I perceive as a continued ancestral draw to working with metal. By acknowledging 
the vitality of non-human material, individuals can begin to reframe their 
involvement with the material and non-human world, and begin to displace a 
dominant subjectivity that would seek to maintain a moral separation of the human 
from the non-human. 
 
During one of my research trips to Lismore, I arranged for a remote-controlled 
drone to film the belfry as it circled around it (Fig. 7). The belfry is an umbrella-
shaped structure, at once rigid and permeable, made up of spirals of varying sizes 
repeating and looping back on one another, shrouding the striking bell hanging 
within it like a veil. When viewed from a stationary position, only fragmentary 
glimpses of the striking bell are visible through the curtain of wrought iron spirals.  
 
 
Figure 7. Work in progress, HD video still, 2017. Video: www.visionmedia.vision 
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The resulting video is looped, as though the clock tower is being circled indefinitely. 
The motion blurs the curvilinear forms of the spirals, and allows the shape of the 
bell contained within it to become clearer. The observation method recorded in this 
video establishes a bodily engagement with the clock tower based on a circular 
movement. The spiralling and circling situated within this video is imagery and 
activity that is returned to throughout this research paper, and which is embedded 
in several of the artworks created as part of the research project.  
 
While there are differences between a spiral and a circle, one being open-ended 
and the other being a closed loop, they are both based on a rotating curved line 
without beginning or end, a line which never reaches a centre. The endless circling 
played out in the video evokes Latour’s concept of the polytemporal, representing 
the nearness of Fred’s past to my present, but also paradoxically illustrating 
Harman’s notion of a reality that can only be comprehended indirectly. The belfry is 
circumnavigated, but its centre is never fully accessed.  
 
This situation represents the tension inherent in my embodied engagement with 
histories and materials. While I am postulating that a real, materially embedded link 
exists between my art-making and the work of Fred, I cannot be Fred, nor can I 
access Fred’s reality, or that of the materials with which he worked. It is not a 
temporal disjunction causing this, but as Harman argues, “no kind of human 
experience is the same thing as material reality itself, because experience is always 
a translation.”65 What separates my engagement with material from Fred’s is not 
necessarily a gap in time, but a gap in material translation caused by my perception 
and experience of objects. 
 
This gap is not unbridgeable, however, as Harman further elaborates, “I can never 
be a fire or a tree any more that I can be you, a plant, or a dog…[b]ut we can start 
to work out the structure of what the relation between objects is like.”66 I believe 
                                                        
65 Harman, “Art and OOObjecthood,” 115, emphasis in original. 
66 Ibid., 114. 
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that encircling or spiralling actions, such as those that are repeated throughout this 
research project, are useful modes of bodily, experiential and perceptual 
engagement that could bring us closer to deciphering the relation between objects, 
human and non-human, at the same time as modelling a non-linear temporality. 
 
Part 2 – red cedar tip moth 
 
 
During the second half of 2016 I created a series of welded steel sculptures in the 
workshop at Sydney College of the Arts for my solo exhibition A tree branches, so 
does a river, at the Lismore Regional Gallery (Fig. 8). The work I performed and the 
material I used resonated with the activity of my great-grandfather Fred, to 
interrogate the actions of another ancestor, the cedar-getter George John Cooper. 
What links the two is the symbiosis between red cedar trees and cedar tip moths. 
 
 
Figure 8. Kenzee Patterson, A tree branches, so does a river installation view, Lismore Regional 
Gallery, 2016. Left to right: Sesquiterpene, Hypsipyla robusta, Limonoid and Flavone. Hot-dip 
galvanised steel, powder-coated steel, ISCA ball trap and cedar tip moth lure, dimensions variable. 
Photograph: Natsky 
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Mature red cedar trees are now a rarity in Australia, existing in remote and 
secluded private property and National Parks. Attempts to grow the trees in 
commercial plantations in Australia have been stymied by the cedar tip moth (Fig. 
9), which lays its eggs on the red cedar saplings. When the larvae hatch, they eat 
the growing tip of the young trees, causing the red cedar to become branched and 
bushy, rather than tall and straight. The result is a stunted, commercially unviable 
tree.67  
 
 
Figure 9. Cedar tip moth (Hypsipyla robusta), © Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation, 2016. 
 
The cedar tip moth is drawn to the red cedar by a connection that is imperceptible 
to human senses. Researchers believe that secondary plant compounds released by 
the tree, such as limonoids, flavones, and sesquiterpenes are partially responsible 
for the attraction.68  
 
It is a simplified version of the molecular geometry representing these organic 
compounds, as well as pheromones released by the female moth (Fig. 10), that I 
                                                        
67 Fyfe & Patricia Bygrave, Growing Australian Red Cedar and Other Meliaceae Species in Plantation, 
no. 04/135 (Barton, A.C.T: Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, 2005), 14.  
68 Ibid., 18-21. 
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have used as the basis for my sculptures, and it is the use of steel in the sculptures 
which are themselves representations of molecules from red cedar trees that 
conceptually links the metal worked by Fred to the timber logged by George. 
 
 
Figure 10. Chemical structures of the pheromonal secretions of virgin females of Hypsipyla obtained 
from the Ivory Coast. Fyfe & Patricia Bygrave, Growing Australian Red Cedar and Other Meliaceae 
Species in Plantation (Barton, A.C.T: Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, 2005, 
no. 04/135), 16. 
 
I remain sensitive to the contradictions inherent in attempting to displace a human-
oriented experience of the world while at the same time making artwork 
referencing interactions between moths and trees from an unavoidably human 
perspective. Harman addresses this paradox in his criticism of philosophical 
positions that frame interactions in the world through the prism of human 
experience and perception, “rather than the relation between raindrops and wood 
in themselves,”69 for example.  
 
In making the sculptures, I have retained the flatness of their graphic 
representation, as well as the zigzagging lines and hexagonal outlines which 
represent their bonded atoms. These structural formulae have delineated the 
                                                        
69 Harman, “Art and OOObjecthood,” 101. 
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intricacies of a non-human interaction that takes place beyond the limits of my 
sensory perception, and I recognise the inability of this visual language to represent 
fully the irreducible nature of this interspecies relationship. An awareness of this 
over-simplification figures in the sculptures’ literal translation from textbook 
diagram to “flat” sculpture. 
 
One of the free-standing sculptures, Sesquiterpene, has hanging from it a spherical, 
bright yellow ball trap (Fig. 11). Contained within the plastic of the trap is a small 
rubber lure containing cedar tip moth pheromone produced by ISCA 
Technologies,70 while the wall-mounted sculpture Hypsipyla robusta (Fig. 12) is a 
nearly four-metre long interpretation of a skeletal formula representing female 
cedar tip moth pheromones.  
 
 
Figure 11. Kenzee Patterson, Sesquiterpene (detail), 2016. Hot-dip galvanised steel, powder-coated 
steel, ISCA ball trap and cedar tip moth lure, 98 x 192.5 cm. Photograph: Natsky 
 
 
                                                        
70 “Cedar Tip Moth – IT650” ISCA Technologies, accessed April 13, 2016, 
https://iscatech.com/products/cedar-tip-moth. 
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Figure 12. Kenzee Patterson, Hypsipyla robusta, 2016. Hot-dip galvanised steel, 375 x 38 cm. 
Photograph: Natsky 
 
In creating these sculptures, I remain aware that I do not have direct access to the 
relationship between moths and trees. The interrelationship between the steel 
sculptures, the organic compounds they reference, and the synthesized 
pheromones contained within the trap represents the disparity between 
incommensurable experiences of scale and perception, from human to tree and 
insect. However, it is by remaining aware of the limitations of my human sense-
perception and being open to the “communicative capacity and moral 
significance”71 of non-human material that I may begin to understand “other ways 
of knowing the world.”  
 
The yellow of the ball trap contrasted against the silvery grey of the galvanised steel 
draws the audience in for a closer inspection, much like the lure attracts the moth. 
The formal qualities of these sculptures extend my interest in working with 
quotidian and found objects and the vernacular of street furniture and security 
grilles (Fig. 13), as well as the ubiquitous, industrial material process of hot-dip 
                                                        
71 Kate Rigby in “'Part of the feast': The life and work of Val Plumwood,” National Museum of 
Australia, published May 23, 2013, accessed August 31, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zbuLDAStSGk 
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galvanising, which will be further discussed in chapter 3 of this research paper. 
Combined with the titles and material descriptions, these formal qualities provide a 
structure which supports ideas of more-than-human scales of experience and 
imperceptible interactions circulating within the works.  
 
 
Figure 13. Kenzee Patterson, Return to Artist, 2014. Hot-dip galvanised steel, 90 x 60 x 6 cm. 
Photograph: Alex Reznick 
 
The Aotearoa New Zealand artist Dane Mitchell has employed similar compositional 
and conceptual strategies to engage with the immaterial and imperceptible, with a 
focus on the sculptural potential of fragrance.72 A series of sculptures by Mitchell 
titled Smokescreen Coil #1, #2 and #3 (all 2016) (Fig. 14) present three copper 
sheets that have each been strapped along their length, forcing them into a near-
complete tear-drop shape which sits directly on the floor on the thin edge of the 
copper.  
 
Within the gap where the two ends of each sheet almost meet, an aerosol diffuser 
is poised to spray a scent used by hunters to cloak their human odour. The resulting 
                                                        
72 Dane Mitchell, “Smokescreens,” accessed November 2, 2017, 
https://www.danemitchell.co.nz/smokescreens. 
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shapes evoke the forms of minimalist sculpture, and provide both a void to fill with 
deodorizer, and an empty volume on which an audience can project their 
interpretations of the works’ meanings.  
 
 
Figure 14. Dane Mitchell, Smokescreen Coil #1, 2016. Copper, aerosol diffuser, aerosol spray, strap, 
53 x 82 x 91.5 cm. Source: https://www.danemitchell.co.nz/smokescreens, accessed November 2, 
2017.  
 
Mitchell has described the sculptural forms as “concealing and denying the 
human”73 and that the scents “negate human presence.”74 I question how fully this 
is accomplished within these artworks, considering that the scent and the forms 
have clearly been manufactured and manipulated by humans. What these works do 
reveal is the complex communicative relationships that take place between the 
human and non-human world at a molecular level. These sculptures “reach across a 
human-animal divide and seek trans-species (mis)communication.”75 
 
The four sculptures Limonoid, Sesquiterpene, Flavone and Hypsipyla robusta seek to 
draw attention to the “complex set of ecological interactions involving the 
                                                        
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. 
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biochemistry and physiology of Hypsipyla and their Meliaceae host,”76 a 
relationship that exists outside of the human realm of perception and which has 
developed over a geologic, rather than human timescale. By doing so, these 
sculptures address an intention of this research project, which is “to reinvest with 
speech, agency and meaning the silenced ones” of the more-than-human world.77  
 
Undertaking this research project has forced me to reappraise my understanding of 
histories, Country, people and non-human material. I have developed an openness 
to the potential for vital materiality while undertaking a critical analysis of the 
environmental and cultural impacts of cedar-logging and other associated material 
displacements. Consequently, my pre-existing relationship with the materials that 
form the basis of my galvanised steel sculptures has been troubled.  
 
This re-evaluation stems from questioning the provenance of the iron ore and zinc 
that comprise the raw materials in this process,78 and confronting the socio-cultural 
and ecological consequences of resource extraction.79  This will not necessarily 
result in a total exclusion of these materials from my art practice, but it signals that 
a radical shift has occurred in how I work with them, as second-hand or found 
materials, for example. In the following chapters I will outline how the research 
project and my practice have developed since making these four sculptures. 
 
 
 
  
                                                        
76 Bygrave, Growing, 1. 
77 Plumwood, “Journey,” 19. 
78 The iron ore that produces the steel that I’ve used comes from a variety of sources, including the 
Middleback Ranges in South Australia. The Zinc used to galvanise my sculptures comes from a 
variety of sources in Alaska, Australia and South America, but is refined in north Queensland. 
79 For a discussion of the ethics of resource extraction, particularly zinc, in relation to its impacts on 
Aboriginal communities and the environment in Australia see Timothy Neale and Eve Vincent, 
“Instabilities and Inequalities: Relations Between Indigenous People and Environmentalism in 
Australia Today,” in Unstable Relations, 9-10. 
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CHAPTER 2 - seehowtheygotus 
 
 
This chapter begins by assessing the ongoing environmental and cultural impacts 
resulting from the European invasion of the Lismore area. It explores different 
methodologies artists apply to engage with Indigenous communities while 
considering the potential contribution art-making can provide to an ongoing 
process of reconciliation. The significance of Susan Best’s notion of a “reparative 
aesthetic”80 is discussed in relation to the artwork of Jonathan Jones, and a 
propositional, collaborative art work between myself and Bundjalung artist, Digby 
Moran, is introduced. 
 
Red cedar once grew in abundance along most of Australia’s east coast, but was 
logged to the point of “economic extinction” by the early twentieth century.81 
Within The Big Scrub, cedar-getters didn’t undertake large-scale land clearing 
themselves, but rather they picked out red cedar and other valuable tree species 
one by one.82 In doing so, they contributed to irreversible environmental and 
cultural damage, and opened up territory that other settlers and selectors would 
occupy. This would lead to the eventual and rapid clearing of most of the rain forest 
in the area, which was encouraged by the Robertson Land Acts of 1861.83 
 
If the polytemporal brings me and my art-making closer to Fred Wright and his 
labour, as discussed in chapter 1, it also brings me into proximity with the original 
colonising actions of George John Cooper. This notion is explored by Scottish 
journalist Cal Flyn, a descendant of the so-called “Butcher of Gippsland,” Angus 
McMillan. Flyn describes an encounter with Gunai man, Ricky Mullett, who argues 
that the violent past of her ancestor was in her “make-up”, telling Flyn that “part of 
him is in you, in your blood.”84  
                                                        
80 Best, Reparative, 1-15. 
81 Peter Kanowski, “Preface,” in Bygrave, Growing, iv. 
82 Garbutt, The Locals, 21. 
83 See Don Watson, The Bush: Travels in the heart of Australia (Melbourne, Victoria: Hamish 
Hamilton, 2014), 204, and Garbutt, The Locals, 21. 
84 Cal Flyn, Thicker Than Water: History, Secrets and Guilt: A Memoir (Sydney, N.S.W.: HarperCollins 
Publishers Australia, 2016), 302-303, emphasis in original. 
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Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues that the process of colonialism persists in 
contemporary Australia, stating that “the colonials did not go home,”85 a position 
reiterated by David Garneau, who describes the Canadian Aboriginal experience of 
colonialism as being “not a singular historical event but an ongoing legacy – the 
colonizer has not left.”86 
 
As the descendant of a cedar-getter I have a personal connection to the Country 
around Lismore, the violence of its clearing and the persisting apparatus of 
colonialism. Although mine is a familial legacy, I would argue that this line of 
thinking could apply to all non-Indigenous people who live in Australia, not only 
settler-descendants. A stated aim of this research project is to confront my 
“colonial inheritance,”87 and one way I have set out to do this is to respectfully 
acknowledge the customary authority of people from the Bundjalung Nation by 
seeking their permission to engage with the histories of the red cedar, its logging 
and its present condition within the Lismore area.  
 
In one respect I am performing a basic act of courtesy by redressing the imbalance 
of power and access that has characterised non-Indigenous researchers’ 
engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,88 and this has meant 
being open to the prospect of having my access to knowledge, Country and 
histories denied – as Deborah Bird Rose puts it, “consent confers its own power.”89 
A deeper ambition of this research project, however, lies in exploring the capacity 
for art-making to contribute to an ongoing process of reconciliation. 
 
An important reference for the development of my methodology is the Aotearoa 
New Zealand artist collective Local Time and their contribution to the 5th Auckland 
                                                        
85 Moreton-Robinson, White Possessive, 10. 
86 Garneau, “Imaginary Spaces,” 38. 
87 Ibid. 
88 See Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health 
Research, no. E52 (Canberra: National Health and Medical Research Council, 2003), 1-5. 
89 Rose, Reports, 201. 
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Triennial in 2013, specifically their project Waiariki 9 May – 11 August 2013 (+1200) 
(2013) (Fig. 15). For their project, the collective asked the Triennial’s various venues 
to perform a gesture of “hospitality” by providing spring water from a local source 
to artists and audiences.90 
 
 
Figure 15. Local Time, Waiariki 9 May – 11 August 2013 (+1200), 2013. Documentation of the 
collection of spring water for the collective’s contribution to the 5th Auckland Triennial If you were to 
live here… curated by Hou Hanrou. Courtesy of Local Time. Source: http://www.local-
time.net/ifyouweretolivehere, accessed November 6, 2017. 
 
In developing their project, Local Time consulted people who hold customary 
authority over the land on which the spring is located, stating that they were:  
 
“[H]oping to engage those with knowledge and custodianship of the area about the 
natural water sources in the region (springs, rivers, etc.) and discuss the 
appropriate protocols for accessing the water (or not accessing it if that was 
better!)."91  
 
                                                        
90 Danny Butt et al. "Colonial Hospitality: Rethinking Curatorial and Artistic Responsibility," Journal 
for Artistic Research 10 (2016), accessed May 14, 2016, http://doi.org/10.22501/jar.228399 
91 Ibid. 
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Local Time were met with enthusiasm for their project by traditional maintainers of 
the spring, but found that being granted access was not straightforward. Owing to 
the temporal scale of human relationships to the spring, there was an 
accountability to the past, present and future stakeholders.92 The non-Indigenous 
institutional protocols for engaging traditional custodians left margin for 
miscommunication between Local Time and Māori people associated with the 
Auckland Art Gallery. On reflection, Local Time member Danny Butt found the 
resulting ambiguous interpretations of their intention by Māori people not 
altogether negative, stating that, “it is in this ‘undecideability’ that the work 
perhaps found its aesthetic operationality.”93 
 
The complexities of forming a sustained engagement with Aboriginal people from 
Lismore within the framework and duration of this research project have become 
pronounced. Similarly to Local Time, I have found the relative inflexibility of non-
Indigenous institutional protocols for research involving Aboriginal people 
challenging. There is not the space in this research paper to fully report on the 
challenges of conforming a visual arts research project to the University of Sydney’s 
guidelines for human research ethics, although one example is what I would define 
as the “burden of paperwork.” Participant Consent Forms and Participant 
Information Statements, while covering the University and me as a researcher from 
liability, become yet more official documentation to be circulated among and 
accommodated by prospective Aboriginal participants, and in my experience when 
engaging with local people in Lismore, were approached with reluctance. 
 
Aside from this, one of the greatest difficulties I have encountered while attempting 
this engagement has been arranging suitable times to meet with individuals. The 
brief duration of my visits and the geographic distance between the setting of the 
research, Lismore, and where I reside and work on Cadigal and Wangal Country in 
Sydney, is one obvious explanation for this.94 Another reason lies in the gap 
                                                        
92 Ibid. 
93 Ibid. 
94 A distance of approximately 750km separates Lismore from Sydney. 
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between the intentions of my research project and the everyday lived experience of 
community members. This point was illustrated to me by Mikael Smith, then CEO of 
Ngulingah LALC when I met with him in December 2016: 
 
“Living in a modern world there’s much more of a focus on putting food 
on the table, getting your car insured or registered, getting a job, the 
mundane things, the things that are important today, so trees really 
don’t come into the minds of dispossessed, poor, Aboriginal people. It’s 
more about looking after your family…there’s other priorities. That’s 
where you see not many Aboriginal people involved in the conservation 
movement, because they don’t have the resources to participate or the 
knowledge or the education, mostly because of the impacts of invasion 
and colonisation. With the loss of that knowledge comes a loss of 
connectedness.”95 
 
How then, can art-making provide benefits to and engage with the needs and 
priorities of Aboriginal communities, help to restore a sense of connectedness, and 
contribute to an ongoing process of reconciliation? The expansive, site-specific 
sculptural installation barrangal dyara (skin and bones) (2016) (Fig. 16) by 
Wiradjuri/Kamilaroi artist Jonathan Jones provides a model for approaching these 
intentions.  
 
Jones’s project addressed the devastating loss of culture caused by the European 
invasion of Australia by reconstructing the history of Sydney’s Garden Palace. 
Originally built in 1879 to display Aboriginal artifacts, as well as materials and 
objects produced in the colony for the Sydney International Exhibition, the building 
and its contents were destroyed by a fire in 1882.96 
                                                        
95 Interview with Mikael Smith, December 5, 2016. 
96 Emma Pike, “barrangal dyara (skin and bones),” in Jonathan Jones, Ross Gibson, Genevieve 
O'Callaghan (eds.), Jonathan Jones: barangal dyara (skin and bones) (Rozelle, N.S.W: Kaldor Public 
Art Projects, 2016), 31. 
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Figure 16. Kaldor Public Art Project 32: Jonathan Jones’ barrangal dyara (skin and bones), gypsum, 
kangaroo grass, 8-channel soundscape, dimensions variable. Installation view showing architectural 
footprint of the 1879 Garden Palace, Royal Botanic Garden, Sydney, 17 September – 3 October, 
2016. Photo: Peter Greig.  
 
For barrangal dyara Jones approximated the original footprint of the Garden Palace 
with thousands of cast gypsum shields laid out on the grounds of Sydney’s Royal 
Botanic Garden. Included in the installation were soundscapes created by Jones in 
collaboration with eight different Aboriginal language groups, as well as a meadow 
of native kangaroo grass.97 In the lead-up to the project’s exhibition three “Spot 
Fire Symposia” were held at venues in Sydney and gathered together Aboriginal 
and non-Indigenous authors, performers, academics, curators, historians and story 
tellers to discuss themes emerging from the project’s research, with titles such as 
Landscape and language and Loss and resilience.98 
 
Jones has framed the destruction of the Garden Palace and its subsequent erasure 
from cultural memory as a metaphor for a larger process of loss and devastation 
within this country. For Jones it was “a moment, like others in our nation’s history, 
                                                        
97 Pike, “barrangal dyara,” 33-34. 
98 See “Project 32: Jonathan Jones,” Kaldor Public Art Projects, accessed November 5, 2017, 
http://kaldorartprojects.org.au/project-32-jonathan-jones. 
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that we would rather deny, fearful to engage with.”99 The many contemporary 
Aboriginal voices that were included in this vast project through community 
engagement, public programs, and collaboration presented a diversity of Australian 
Aboriginal culture which is lively, connected and is “steadfastly resilient despite acts 
of attempted erasure far more sustained and cataclysmic than the inferno that 
devoured the Garden Palace.”100  
 
Susan Best describes a reparative aesthetic as one that “highlights disturbing and 
difficult issues from the past that have the capacity to haunt national consciousness 
if repressed or unresolved.”101 Despite originating in a tragic loss of culture and 
knowledge, an underlying sense of hope and a potential for healing is evident in 
barrangal dyara, particularly in the collaborative soundscapes which “transform a 
state of mourning into a celebration of the strength and uniqueness of south-east 
Aboriginal cultures.”102 Jones is contributing to a process of reconciliation which can 
be framed as reparative, as he has integrated “the negative parts of history…to 
facilitate the acknowledgement and working through of such issues,”103 and has 
provided “hope for a progressive society in the future that does not disavow or 
deny its less than promising past.”104  
  
Importantly for a reparative position, barrangal dyara retains a strong aesthetic 
presence at the same time as maintaining a powerful social engagement, giving 
“memorable form” to the issues the work addresses.105 Furthermore, Jones’s work 
does not seek a prescriptive experience of shame for the audience, nor does it 
attempt to undo or reverse damage, demonstrating an ambivalence, which 
according to Best, is a critical element within a reparative aesthetic.106 As stated by 
Best, reparation does not make whole again the damaged and contaminated,107 but 
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100 Hetti Perkins, “Foreword,” in Jonathan Jones, 15. 
101 Best, Reparative Aesthetics, 14-15. 
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Jones’s temporary installation too will “become part of our collective memory, 
never forgetting that this is and always will be Aboriginal land.”108  
 
The loss that Mikael Smith and Jonathan Jones address is not confined to that of 
cultural heritage and knowledge, but extends to the loss of environment and 
human life. This was expressed to me when I had a yarn109 with a Widjabal/Yaegl 
man from Lismore in August 2017. He wished to remain anonymous, and while he 
didn’t want me to record our conversation he did permit me to take notes, 
emphasising to me the importance of oral history and storytelling and making clear 
his disdain for written records of history and culture.  
 
He recalled how he’d learnt about cedar-getters in school as celebrated pioneers, 
and he laughed as he told me the punning nickname he used for them: 
“seehowtheygotus.”110 The tragedy underlying this humorous play on words was 
exposed when he went on to explain how his ancestors had led European timber-
getters to stands of red cedar, only to be killed once they had provided this 
information.111 I asked him about how red cedar trees figure in community life now, 
and he replied half-jokingly, “Where are they?” as he motioned with his arm, 
indicating their scarcity.112 
 
My encounter with this Widjabal/Yaegl man provided me with a personal insight 
into the cataclysmic consequences of the actions of my ancestors and other 
European invaders. It made clear that the experience of colonialism is not 
contained within a historical past, but that it pervades the contemporary. It has 
made me question how I can responsively engage with the materials and histories 
                                                        
108 Perkins, “Foreword,” 15. 
109 In my initial contact with Mikael Smith and other Aboriginal people from Lismore I used the word 
“interview,” in a completely understated critique of my approach, Mikael repeated the word “yarn” 
back at me. This set up a potential for a two-way sharing of knowledge, rather than a one-sided 
interviewer/interviewee model. I also thank Kristin den Exter for helping me to frame my 
engagement as an exchange of stories rather than a unidirectional transaction. 
110 Interview with Widjabal/Yaegl man, August 23, 2017. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid. 
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of this Country as a non-Indigenous individual, and to critically reflect upon what 
role, if any, my research project can play in an ongoing process of reconciliation.  
 
One mature red cedar specimen located in Lismore was displaced from its original 
location at Brindle Creek, part of what is now the Border Ranges National Park, in 
the late 1960s (Fig. 17).113 It has been laid on its side to rest under a pitched roof in 
a small park located behind Lismore’s City Hall as a memorial to the pioneering 
cedar cutters of the Richmond River, its decay arrested through surface treatment 
and a purpose-built shelter. As part of planned upgrades to the City Hall building 
and surrounds in 2013, it was proposed that the cedar log be moved to a more 
prominent location and that the designs of a local Bundjalung artist, Digby Moran, 
would be carved into part of it.114 
 
 
Figure 17. The cedar log memorial to the cedar cutters of the Richmond River, Lismore. Photograph 
by author, 2017. 
                                                        
113 Melissa Gulbin, “The mystery of Lismore’s cedar log resolved,” Northern Star, last modified May 
28, 2013, https://www.northernstar.com.au/news/mystery-of-lismores-cedar-log-
resolved/1884516/. 
114 “Lucky cedar log on the move,” Northern Star, last modified May 15, 2013, 
https://www.northernstar.com.au/news/lucky-cedar-log-on-the-move/1868571/. 
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When questions were raised about the historical accuracy of a Bundjalung artist 
carving into red cedar, the “mixing of histories” potentially causing “conflict and 
misinformation” in the Lismore community,115 the plans were changed and the log 
was left in situ. The objections were broached by members of the Richmond River 
Historical Society, the Society’s Museum Coordinator, Ted Trudgeon informing me 
that, “we objected to that because cedar trees were not carved [by Bundjalung 
people].”116 
 
While this approach to historical accuracy may have altruistic intentions, 
unfortunately it reinforces a mode of engaging with the past that views Bundjalung 
cultural practices as something static. Lynette Russell refers to this chronological 
flattening of Aboriginal cultural practices by historians and archaeologists as the 
“homogeneity paradigm.”117 While a great deal of traditional knowledge has been 
lost because of invasion and colonisation, Bundjalung culture is alive and 
contemporary cultural knowledge is evolving.118 With this thought in mind I sought 
permission from Digby Moran to begin a process of artistic engagement with the 
cedar log that could potentially result in a collaboration between us. The 
establishment of a diaological process between Digby and myself in the 
development of this artwork is one of the underlying aims of this research project, 
as it is through this exchange that I believe art-making may contribute to a 
continuing process of reconciliation. 
 
This artwork remains propositional at this stage, and there is the possibility that this 
art-making will extend beyond the duration of the current research project. There is 
also the chance that this work may not even proceed past the concept stage, for as 
Rose comments in relation to ethical dialogue, “the concept of openness…is risky 
because one does not know the outcome.”119 However, it is within this 
                                                        
115 Ibid. 
116 Interview with Ted Trudgeon, October 16, 2017. 
117 Lynette Russell, “65,000 Years of Australian History: A Plea for Interdisciplinarity,” (The 2nd 
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collaborative space where I believe that a contribution to a reconciliation process is 
conceivable.  
 
The contested cedar log memorial becomes a metaphor for the greater loss which 
occurred and is still being experienced on this Country. The potential collaboration 
could also be framed as reparative, as it represents a working through of disturbing 
histories that does not disavow a troubled past, but through a sustained, mutually 
respectful, responsive engagement allows for a hopeful step within an ongoing 
process of reconciliation. 
 
Because the log cannot be physically incised or altered, I began thinking about how 
I could facilitate Digby’s interaction with the log in a virtual space. Digby has 
granted permission for me to photograph the log, and has expressed interest in 
seeing his designs worked into the cedar log in a digital environment. I am currently 
working towards digitally rendering part of the log, using a process known as 
photogrammetry.120  
 
In order to capture the many angles and perspectives of this log required for the 3D 
rendering process, significantly, it is necessary for me to perform a process of 
encircling in order for the camera lens to document the log’s surface. The close 
attention and many perspectives provided by this mode of engagement provides 
both a real-world and a metaphorical model for an experience of histories and 
materials based on a spiralling or circling motion. This curvilinear framework helps 
to establish an experience of the world that provides an understanding of the 
relation between human and non-human objects, and which is alert to temporal 
entanglements. 
 
                                                        
120 Together with 3D scanning, this is technology that is being adopted by many museums to digitise 
items from their collections. See, for example, “Three Swedish museums experiments (sic) with 
photogrammetry,” Sketchfab, last modified March 9, 2017, accessed October 10, 2017, 
https://blog.sketchfab.com/three-sweedish-museums-experiments-photogrammetry, and 
“Aboriginal Scar Tree,” What You see is What You Get, accessed September 20, 2017,  
http://www.wysiwyg3d.com.au/portfolio/wysiwyg3d_heritage3dscanning_aboriginal-scar-tree/. 
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During my meeting with the Widjabal/Yaegl man, I asked him about the spiritual 
significance of objects and furniture fabricated out of red cedar. He informed me 
that no matter where these objects are in the world, they are a piece of 
Bundjalung, and that this Bundjalung spirit is alive in them and in the souls of all 
Bundjalung people.121 In developing this propositional, collaborative art work I am 
questioning if this spirit and a material vitality can extend beyond the depths of a 
physical body into a realm of simulation and surface. This provocation is explored in 
more detail in the following chapter.  
                                                        
121 Widjabal/Yaegl man, interview. 
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CHAPTER 3  
 
 
This chapter is divided into two sections, both are linked by an experience of travel 
on water. The first part examines the complexities inherent in defining identity and 
belonging in Australia, and the material process of hot-dip galvanised steel is 
introduced as a twofold metaphor. In one respect, it is used to symbolise how a 
deep and intricate relationship with this country is possible from a position 
originating on the surface. In another application, it is employed to represent the 
“recovery” that may take place once injury is acknowledged within an ongoing 
process of reconciliation.  
 
The second part explores the communicative potential of non-human objects 
including Val Plumwood’s canoe and two artworks by Charles Ray. Using these 
examples, as well as a peal of four bells that were cast for the old Lismore Post 
Office clock tower, I examine the possibility for a transference of vital materiality 
across different forms and modes of representation. The close engagement with 
these bells serves as a framework to consider the incompatibility of the concept of 
“white” autochthony in Australia and the use of silence as a form of colonial 
repression. 
 
Part 1 - Finding depth in the surface 
 
 
In February 2017 I sat in a kayak on the Wilsons River, my shoes were sodden from 
stepping into the shallow water from the shore beneath the Far North Coast Canoe 
Club. This was the first of the river that I had felt upon my skin, despite having built 
up a familiarity with it over the more than twenty-five years I have been visiting 
Lismore. The water was very still that day and held within its reflection a 
disorienting simulacrum of the surrounding riverbanks, bridges and trees (Fig. 18). 
With my small group of fellow kayakers, I paddled along a route taken by my 
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ancestors over 170 years earlier, although due to land clearing and soil erosion it is 
a much-altered river I was floating upon.122 
 
 
Figure 18. The junction of the Wilsons River and Leycester Creek, Lismore. Photograph by author, 
2017. 
 
The Widjabal/Wiy-abal account of the origins of their ancient ancestors refers to 
the arrival by canoe of three brothers, their wives and families, and their father’s 
mother along the stretch of coastline to the east of Lismore. One of these brothers, 
Mamoon, is said to have travelled inland along the Richmond River to settle.123 It 
was this same body of water that provided access to this Country for the Coopers. 
To be clear, I am not claiming an equivalency between my ancestral connection to 
this Country and the unique and sustained connection of the traditional custodians. 
As Goorie novelist Melissa Lucashenko explains:  
 
“Some non-Aboriginal people today talk proudly about being fourth or 
fifth generation Australians. Bundjalung people have walked and loved 
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and farmed their buderahm jagun not for five, or ten, but for thousands 
of generations.”124  
 
The actions of my ancestors irrevocably changed this Country, and there is a 
tributary flowing into the Wilsons River at Boatharbour named Coopers Creek that 
memorialises this impact. The imposition of this name on Widjabal/Wiy-abal 
Country was a significant step in the process of colonisation, tied to the concept of 
terra nullius, and embodying the “existential necessity the traveller feels to invent a 
place he can inhabit.”125  
 
My ancestors marked this Country with their actions and their name, creating what 
Rose calls “wounded space,”126 and my family has occupied it for generations. 
Despite this, the violent dispossession of its original inhabitants makes this Country 
a “troubled possession”127 that precludes my sense of attachment to it, what 
Francis Maravillas refers to as a state of “unsettled settlement.”128 
 
This fugitive notion of belonging is elaborated upon by Nicholas Thomas in 
Possessions, where he vividly describes his adolescent meanderings along the 
tributaries of the Hawkesbury River north of Sydney, and the attachment he felt to 
one stream in particular, Calabash Creek.129 He describes the attitude of his 
bushwalking club later in his life: 
 
“Though we certainly revisited places, and wove experiences 
around them into memories, our lives were in no sense dug into and in 
turn yielded up by the soil; nor were our persons in any sense 
exemplifications of beings that were animated within the land, 
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ancestors or creators who had left their traces in landforms such as 
monoliths and waterholes. If one’s self was there at all, it shimmered 
for a moment on the country’s surface, a Calabash Creek instant that 
was all too transient.”130  
 
Thomas’s assessment of the nature of his belonging is reinforced by Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson, who perceives an “incommensurable difference” between 
Aboriginal and non-Indigenous people due to the “inalienable nature” of Aboriginal 
people’s relation to land and the “ways that country is constitutive of [them].”131 
Moreover, Moreton-Robinson refers to non-Indigenous Australians as “surface 
people,” who share an “extractive and possessive” relationship with the planet.132 
 
The unbridgeable gulf between Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australians that 
Moreton-Robinson proclaims is complicated by Lynette Russell’s position on her 
own identity. Russell describes herself as a descendant of the Worjabuluk people of 
Western Victoria, but does not “claim contemporary membership nor expect 
recognition.”133 For Russell, “the binaries of Indigenous/non-Indigenous, 
native/newcomer, even colonizer/colonized are meaningless…most people are not 
so easily labelled by one or other of these simple categories.”134 
 
Rather than subscribing to essentialised identities, Lynette Russell and Margery Fee, 
after Homi K. Bhabha’s The Location of Culture, embrace the notion of a hybrid 
identity, and call for an “enunciative space” where conversation can take place in 
order to “move meaningfully beyond the black–white divide.”135 Establishing and 
maintaining a dialogical approach to encounters between myself and Aboriginal 
people from Lismore has been a vitally important part of the practice and 
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methodology of this research project. As discussed in chapter 2, it is in my 
exchanges with Digby Moran that I believe my art-making could potentially 
contribute to an ongoing process of reconciliation. 
  
I agree with Moreton-Robinson that there exist “incommensurable differences” 
between Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australians, although, as the examples 
given by Lynette Russell, Melissa Lucashenko and Nicholas Thomas make clear, 
defining a sense of identity and belonging as a non-Indigenous person in this 
country is a complex proposition, which, I would argue, requires constant 
negotiation and revision, played out over an undetermined period of unsettling.  
 
If I am part of a group of non-Indigenous subjects who truly are “surface people,” 
can this be used as a position from which to develop a deep engagement with 
Country, people and histories, or am I confined to a “Calabash Creek instant” where 
a sense of depth is illusory and reflected?  
 
By acknowledging troubled histories and engaging in a sustained and responsive 
dialogue, I believe that a non-Indigenous individual has the potential to develop an 
increasingly complex and enmeshed position within the surface of this country. In 
her discussion of guilt and the potential for healing within a reconciliation process 
in Australia and Canada, Margery Fee introduces the concept of “recovery” by 
quoting Sarah Ahmed: “Healing does not cover over, but exposes the wound to 
others: the recovery is a form of exposure.”136 
 
Fee continues: 
 
“To recover can mean to find and return; to recover one’s lost property, 
lost identity or history, to have something returned….[f]inally, to 
recover can mean to heal; and it is this healing that can only happen 
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once all the other forms of recovery are dealt with. Recovery is 
multilayered.”137 
 
Originating in the multilayered concept of “recovery” that Margery Fee and Sarah 
Ahmed articulate, I am proposing that a working metaphor for the 
acknowledgement of injury and potential for healing within a process of 
reconciliation can be derived from the material process of hot-dip galvanising. This 
industrial protection technique also provides an opportunity through which to 
frame a deep engagement with an experience of surface that can be complex and 
multilayered, rather than fleeting and superficial.  
 
Hot-dip galvanised steel is a material process I have been using in my art-making 
over the last six years, in works like White guy and El Caballo Blanco (both 2011) 
(Fig. 19), for example.  
 
 
Figure 19. Kenzee Patterson, The Camden Valley Way installation view, Darren Knight Gallery, 
Sydney, 2011. Left to right: White guy, 2011, CCA-treated spotted gum, retro reflectors, galvanised 
clouts, cap and base, 179 x 21 cm diameter and El Caballo Blanco, 2011, galvanised steel, tyres, 
paint, bright bar, powder-coated aluminium, electric motor, gearbox, electronics, timing belt, 
pulleys, 103 x 236.5 x 82 cm (irreg.). Photograph: Alex Reznick 
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I am attracted to its aesthetic and functionality, but also to the lively relationship 
between the zinc coating and the base steel. It is an interaction which occurs at a 
molecular level, displaying a “creative materiality”138 which I would argue imparts it 
with the characteristics of vitality. In industry jargon, this surface treatment is called 
a “sacrificial protection system”139 because of the way the zinc behaves in relation 
to the steel. 
 
If a hot-dip galvanised steel article is damaged through impact or abrasion, the 
anodic zinc coating will corrode preferentially to the cathodic base steel, a process 
called cathodic protection.140 Within this process, the zinc outer coating is slowly 
consumed, and a zinc and iron alloy patina spreads to cover the exposed base steel 
(Fig. 20). The site of the original damage is still detectable, just as the healed wound 
leaves a scar, but the steel is protected from further corrosion. 
 
 
Figure 20. Example of cathodic protection of galvanised steel. “Sacrificial protection provided by the 
surrounding zinc coating has prevented corrosion of circles up to 3 mm diameter and minimized 
corrosion of 5mm circle.” Source: https://www.gaa.com.au/index.php?page=performance, accessed 
August 25, 2017. 
 
The wounds inflicted upon this country and its original inhabitants by European 
invaders like my ancestors are not healed, just as the process of colonialism in 
Australia is unfinished. However, the concept of “recovery” presents one model for 
framing the potential, hopeful outcomes of a continuing process of reconciliation. 
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The healing facilitated by cathodic protection represents a complex system of 
energy and material transfer analogous to the dialogue, collaboration and exchange 
that are crucial elements within an ongoing process of reconciliation.  
 
This sacrificial protection system provides a metaphoric framework for non-
Indigenous individuals to rethink how a surface experience of this country can be 
multilayered and responsive, and it operates as a metaphor for the recovery and 
healing possible within a process of reconciliation that does not conceal the original 
injury. And, as Ahmed states, “[if] the violence of what happened is recognised as a 
violence that shapes the present,” then this “recognition of injury re-writes history, 
and it re-shapes the very ground on which we live.”141  
 
Part 2 – Sons of the soil  
 
 
In February 1985, thirty-two years before I kayaked on the Wilsons River, the 
Australian eco-philosopher Val Plumwood was canoeing in a tributary of the East 
Alligator River within Kakadu National Park, in Australia’s Northern Territory, when 
her canoe was attacked by a crocodile. Plumwood was subjected to the crocodile’s 
so-called ‘death roll’ three times, before she managed to scramble, badly injured, 
up the muddy river bank to safety.142  
 
This traumatic experience was pivotal for the development of Plumwood’s eco-
philosophy, and marked a radical shift in her understanding of her own subjectivity. 
The instant of the attack, Plumwood learnt that her intellectual separation from 
other species and ecologies was a delusion, and, in actual fact, “like all living things, 
I was made of meat, [and] was nutritious food for another being.”143  
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Plumwood’s writings about subjectivity and the more-than-human world have been 
crucial for the development of my own ideas within this research project, and her 
personal experience has provided a model for how a shift in subjectivity affects the 
way material is perceived. During the attack, she was violently dragged beneath the 
surface of her own subjectivity, and emerged with the beginnings of a different 
one. While I only glided along the surface of the Wilsons River, Plumwood’s writing 
about her experience has taught me that I too could potentially locate a parallel 
world of alternate subjectivity beneath the shimmering reflections on the water’s 
surface. 
 
 
Figure 21. Val Plumwood’s canoe. Photograph: Jason McCarthy, National Museum of Australia. 
Source: http://www.nma.gov.au/collections/highlights/val_plumwood_canoe, accessed February 2, 
2017. 
 
The canoe in which Plumwood was attacked was donated to the National Museum 
of Australia in 2012 (Fig. 21).144 It is significant to this research project because of 
the symbolic value attributable to it via its role in Plumwood’s transformative 
experience. I would argue, however, and following on from Plumwood’s own 
writing, which rejects an “arrogant spirit of closure to the potential and agency of 
the material,”145 that the importance of the canoe is not restricted to symbolism; 
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that the violent encounter with the crocodile and Plumwood’s radical shift in 
subjectivity is an inherent part of the canoe’s matter.  
 
George Main, curator at the National Museum of Australia, Canberra, has drawn a 
direct link between the development of Plumwood’s environmental philosophy and 
the canoe, and has suggested there is communicative potential within this 
seemingly inanimate object: 
 
“[T]he material characteristics [of collection items] are valued by 
museums and are seen as actually holding stories, and they can 
communicate something to us. The very matter of the objects is valued 
and seen as having that capacity to tell stories.”146  
 
My proposed collaborative work with Digby Moran, discussed in chapter 2, seeks to 
investigate the possibility of transferring the communicative capacity and vital 
materiality of the cedar log into a space of simulation. A similar notion of 
transference was explored by the American artist Charles Ray in his artwork 
Unpainted Sculpture (1997) (Fig. 22). In making this artwork, Ray was engaging with 
the “very matter” of a car wreck, an object, like Plumwood’s canoe, that had been 
subjected to trauma, to determine if the “very atoms” or the “topology” of an 
object could be haunted by a ghost.147  
 
Ray located a “death wreck,” a “car that has the presence…of the driver who 
died,”148 and began a process of moulding individual parts to be recreated in 
fibreglass and then reassembled. Ray was testing to see if “the presence follows the 
object,”149 and assessing if an object’s experience could be lifted from its surface 
and translated to another form. 
                                                        
146 George Main in “Part of the feast.” 
147 “Artist Talk: Charles Ray,” The Art Institute of Chicago, published November 21, 2016, accessed 
May 29, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJpImqjoAGs. While Ray uses the terms 
“haunting” and “ghost,” I believe that there is an equivalency with the terms “spirit” and “vital 
materiality” as already used in this research paper.  
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 
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Figure 22. Charles Ray, Unpainted Sculpture, 1997. Fibreglass and paint, 60 x 78 x 171 inches; (152 x 
198 x 434 centimeters). © Charles Ray, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery. Source: 
https://www.charlesraysculpture.com/collections/unpainted-sculpture, accessed September 25, 
2017. 
 
Ray found that the process of duplicating the car wreck, first with silicone moulds 
and then with fibreglass casts, “dissolved” the idea of a ghost, and the resulting 
sculptural object underwent a shift into “abstraction and perfection.”150 According 
to Ray, the recast wreck did not transfer its original energy or spirit, instead, “[i]t’s 
life began in my driveway…when I started making silicone moulds.”151  
 
Ray went through a similar process of duplication when creating the work Hinoki 
(2007) (Fig 23.), a carved timber sculpture based on the form of a fallen tree which 
Ray stole from a field in California. Despite repeatedly being denied access to this 
log, Ray and some friends cut it up with a chainsaw and took it from the property 
without permission from the landowners,152 a decidedly different approach to 
encounters with site and engagement with non-human material to that discussed in 
relation to Local Time and my own art-making in chapter 2. 
 
                                                        
150 Ibid. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Ibid. 
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Figure 23. Charles Ray, Hinoki, 2007. Cypress wood, 68 x 382 x 240 inches; (173 x 970 x 610 
centimeters). © Charles Ray, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery. Source: 
https://www.charlesraysculpture.com/collections/hinoki, accessed September 25, 2017. 
 
The stolen tree was recreated in segments of cast fibreglass which became the 
model for Japanese woodcarvers who in turn carved a likeness of the tree out of 
cypress timber.153 Ray describes the chisel and chainsaw marks evident in Hinoki, as 
“swirls of intentionality,” which to him are what give the sculpture its “life.”154  
 
Displaying an “instrumental reductionism” characterising a Western engagement 
with non-human material,155 Ray’s statements about the making of these two 
works ignore the intentionality of the original objects he uses as the basis for his 
sculptures. Instead, these objects have become instrumentalised within his practice 
as a means for Ray to emphasise their “platonic form”156 at the expense of the 
“narrative of the object’s previous life,”157 or, as I would argue, the continuing 
vitality of these objects.  
                                                        
153 “A Conversation with Charles Ray,” WBEZ News, March 24, 2011, accessed May 29, 2017, 
https://www.wbez.org/shows/wbez-news/a-conversation-with-charles-ray/7c23fb24-703c-4541-
912d-f222e543c159. The parts of the original tree were discarded or destroyed. 
154 Rachel Kushner, “1000 words: Charles Ray talks about Hinoki, 2007,” Artforum International 46, 
no. 1 (2007): 439. 
155 Plumwood, “Journey,” 22. 
156 Kushner, “1000 words,” 439. 
157 Ibid., 438. 
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Ray’s position on his work Hinoki, from the sourcing of the original log to its final 
“life” as a sculpture, sits at odds with my own understanding of a vital materiality 
that may be diffuse, and which is traceable. Furthermore, Ray’s engagement with 
people, non-human material and site is antithetical to my own, which, as it has 
been evolving throughout this research project, aims to be responsive and ethical. 
 
Using Ray’s artworks as examples, I am questioning whether the vitality of non-
human material and its communicative capacity diminishes or disappears within a 
process of duplication, simulation, or diffusion. Harman would argue that the 
original car wreck and log had already undergone a translation from the “real” to 
the “sensual” the moment Ray perceived them.158 By pushing the logic of Harman’s 
OOO further, however, I am suggesting that the unknown and embedded forces 
held within non-human objects are transferable, and that a trajectory of material 
vitality may be charted indefinitely, from raw material, to mould, to cast, to scan, to 
scrapheap, and beyond.  
 
At approximately the same period as the Lismore post office clock tower’s belfry 
was being manufactured at O’Flynn’s Foundry in Lismore, the striking bell and four 
quarter chime bells that were to be housed inside the clock tower were being cast 
at the Paragon Foundry in Pyrmont by William Taylor.159 
 
Once completed, the bells were shipped from Sydney up the coast of New South 
Wales aboard the steamer Electra.160 Following the same route the Coopers had 
travelled approximately sixty years earlier, the steamer landed the bells at Lismore 
in the middle of June 1900.161 A burgeoning nationalistic sentiment is revealed in a 
newspaper report from that same week celebrating the fact that the bells were 
                                                        
158 Harman, “Art and OOObjecthood,” 115. 
159 “The Lismore Clock Tower Chimes,” Northern Star, June 16, 1900, 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/72072378 
160 “Richmond River News,” Evening News, June 13, 1900, 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/113711177 
161 “Lismore Items,” Evening News, June 18, 1900, 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/113710279 
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wholly produced in the colony, the materials being sourced entirely from New 
South Wales, and that no one but “sons of the soil” had touched them.162  
 
With the prospect of Federation looming, the bells not only symbolised an 
emergent Australian identity, they were the literal and material embodiment of the 
soon-to-be nation. The metal for the bells was extracted from the ground beneath 
the colony, and the people who created them were born here, or purportedly 
raised up from the soil.  
 
The phrase “sons of the soil” evokes the notion of “autochthony”, a word derived 
from the term ancient Athenians used to describe their ancestors, who they 
perceived as being issued from the very soil of the land they and their descendants 
inhabited.  
 
For Australian academic and Lismore resident Rob Garbutt, the word is a “core 
principle” for evaluating notions of belonging for “all who dwell in Australia.”163 
Garbutt uses the notion of autochthony to illustrate the dual, paradoxical myths 
surrounding the European settlement of Australia. Firstly, that to consider “born-
and-bred settler Australians as pre-eminently belonging in place depends on 
selectively forgetting migration while…maintaining a memory of first 
settlement."164 And secondly, that an avowal of “white” autochthony, “rests on a 
false claim…that in order to perform its social function must conceal Aboriginal 
autochthony and project colonial migration as a process of settlement on terra 
nullius or empty land."165 
 
Garbutt’s thoughts overlap with the ideas of belonging and identity discussed in the 
first part of this chapter, and relate to what Moreton-Robinson describes as 
                                                        
162 Ibid. 
163 Garbutt, The Locals, 5. 
164 Ibid., 5. 
165 Ibid., 6, emphasis in original. 
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Aboriginal people’s “ontological relationship to land,”166 which she details as 
follows: 
 
“The ontological relationship occurs through the intersubstantiation of 
ancestral beings, humans, and land; it is a form of embodiment. As the 
descendants and reincarnation of these ancestral beings, Indigenous 
people derive their sense of belonging to country through and from 
them…[c]olonization did not destroy this ontological relationship to 
country.”167 
 
Moreton-Robinson and Garbutt make clear that no equivalency can be made 
between the enduring relationship Aboriginal people maintain with this country, 
resulting from tens of thousands of years of continuous inhabitation, and the 
connection of non-Indigenous Australians, notwithstanding the unfixed nature of 
identity as discussed in the first part of this chapter. The four quarter chimes bells 
of the old Lismore post office clock tower embody the incompatibility of the notion 
of non-Aboriginal autochthony in Australia, possibly owing to their “extractive and 
possessive” origin.  
 
Once these bells were installed in the clock tower, they were found to be so utterly 
discordant that they were quickly silenced and ultimately removed.168 A newspaper 
article from February 1902 summed up the community’s feeling about the bells: 
“…as a colonial–made article they have been a great disappointment.”169 
 
During the subsequent years, the fate and whereabouts of these four bells was 
mired in the bureaucracy surrounding the transition to a federal government and 
overshadowed by the outbreak of the First World War. A memorandum from the 
                                                        
166 Moreton-Robinson, White Possessive, 11. 
167 Ibid., 12. 
168 “Deputations,” Northern Star, January 24, 1903, 
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Acting Deputy Postmaster-General, Angus Monfries, revealed that the material flow 
of these bells recommenced in 1925, when they were “disposed of” for the amount 
of £21.17.1.170 While there is no indication in this document about what happened 
to the bells once they were sold, it is likely that they would have been melted down 
as scrap, their material used for other purposes. 
 
As part of my art-making for this research project, I have recast the four lost bells in 
bronze at a Sydney foundry (Fig. 24). I am open to the possibility that part of the 
bronze alloy I have cast them in could contain elements of the original bells, as 
most of the copper used by the foundry in their bronze casting is derived from 
recycled material.171 This proposition allows for a continuation of material vitality 
that has been sustained over nearly a century of diffusion. 
 
 
Figure 24. Work in progress in my studio at Sydney College of the Arts. Photograph by author, 2017. 
                                                        
170 A.E. Monfries, “Memorandum to the Secretary, Postmaster General’s Department, Melbourne,” 
May 14, 1925, NAA: MP33/1; NSW1924/184. 
171 Matthew Crawford, Personal correspondence (October 3, 2017)  
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As there is no surviving photograph or description of these bells, I have 
approximated their size and proportions by drawing from my own memory and 
observations of the striking bell still housed within the clock tower. Part of the 
process of recreating these bells involved turning the bell-shaped form on a plaster 
lathe (Fig. 25). Once more, the significance of a circling motion is evident within this 
research project, the revolving block of plaster supporting a mode of engagement 
that entangles temporalities and enables a working through of the relation 
between human and non-human objects.  
 
 
Figure 25. Work in progress in the plaster room at Sydney College of the Arts. Photograph by author, 
2017. 
 
During a research trip to the Richmond River Historical Society in August 2017, I 
discovered that Fred Wright’s own father, Edward, as well as being a blacksmith 
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and an umbrella repairer, was also Lismore’s bell-ringer.172 My gesture of recasting 
these bells takes on additional significance when considering this history, evoking 
both Latour’s notion of the polytemporal and the potential for an ancestral 
attraction to material as discussed in chapter 1. 
 
The four bells that I have cast do not have a clapper within them. Despite the 
potential resonance of their material, these are silent bells that no town bell-ringer 
could toll. Silence is a feature of these objects, and of the old Lismore Post Office 
clock tower too; the original quarter chime bells were removed and scrapped, and 
the surviving striking bell has not rung out since at least 2010.173 Silence has also 
been a function of colonial repression repeated throughout Australia’s settler 
history, as Paul Carter has stated, “to inhabit the country is to lay to rest its 
echoes.”174 Garbutt develops this idea:  
 
“Today the clearing of the underbrush, vines, dead wood and timber of 
The Big Scrub has become the stuff of local history and legend. The 
clearing of the Bundjalung people from that same land is the stuff of 
silence.”175 
 
The bells that I have cast confront the challenge elicited by Best in the introduction 
to this research paper: they “visually present” my interpretation of some of the 
histories I have uncovered while undertaking this research project. It is my hope 
that my research and art-making may assist in piercing the abiding silence in this 
country by addressing some of the persisting consequences of invasion and the 
unfinished processes of colonisation. By focusing on the agential and creative 
potential of non-human material, and embracing the idea of vital materiality, I also 
                                                        
172 “Death of Mr. E. Wright,” Northern Star, December 1, 1911, 
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aim to bring attention to the clamorous voices of those usually “silenced ones” of 
the more-than-human world. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
Why don’t we all listen?176 
 
 
The origin of this research project lies in a self-reflexive inquiry about the reasons 
why I am attracted to working with certain materials in my art-making. Through a 
study of a history of making within my family, an intergenerational draw to metal 
has been revealed.  
 
The spiral framework supporting Bruno Latour’s notion of the polytemporal has 
provided me with an awareness of how the past and future overlap and intermingle 
with the present. This model has been a useful means for me to interact with and 
elucidate the various material and metaphysical connections that exist between my 
art-making, the labour of my ancestors, and the wrought iron belfry of the old 
Lismore Post Office clock tower. 
 
Rather than rationalising or romanticising this persistent attraction to metal as 
being the result of genetics or destiny, I have become receptive to the idea that it is 
the metal material itself, located within and outside my body, that has actively 
contributed to this enduring working relationship. This sentiment apportions 
creative and agential power to non-human material, an action that displaces an 
anthropocentric comprehension of the world, which is in turn an imperative of this 
research project.  
 
It has also been an ambition of this research project to destabilise a Standard 
Western Subjectivity, “in which the body is theorized as being separate from the 
earth,”177 and in which a moral and ontological disconnection between the human 
and more-than-human world is upheld. In rethinking my own perception and 
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experience of non-human objects I have gained a “radical openness” to other 
subjectivities, and consequently my perception of non-human material has shifted.  
 
The repercussions of this personal transformation are evident in the changing 
nature of my art-making, forcing me to re-evaluate how I use zinc and steel in my 
sculptures, for example. How to negotiate the ethical, cultural and environmental 
implications of resource extraction and material displacement within an expanded 
sculptural practice that utilises these same raw materials is a tension that remains 
within my art-making, and which requires ongoing, critical self-reflection beyond 
this specific research project. 
 
In arriving at this juncture in my art practice, I have been guided by the writing of 
Val Plumwood, Aileen Moreton-Robinson and Jane Bennett. The latter’s concept of 
vital materiality has been influential on my thinking and art-making throughout this 
research project, the key intentions of which are reflected in this statement from 
Bennett:  
 
"I believe that encounters with lively matter can chasten my fantasies of 
human mastery, highlight the common materiality of all that is, expose 
a wider distribution of agency, and reshape the self and its interests."178 
 
Within this quote, Bennett has addressed the notion of reshaping, a recurrent and 
important theme of this research paper synonymous with a process of personal 
transformation. It is a term repeated in comments made by Clare Land and Sarah 
Ahmed in relation to decolonisation and reconciliation, found in the introduction 
and chapter 3 respectively, and it is a notion perceptible in Plumwood’s traumatic 
encounter with a crocodile, also discussed in chapter 3.  
 
The idea of personal transformation is important to this research project because it 
demonstrates how a displacement of human pre-eminence can occur through a 
                                                        
178 Benettt, Vibrant Matter, 122, emphasis added. 
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shift in subjectivity. Additionally, this idea represents a vital step towards another 
goal of this research project, which is to confront the legacy of my family’s 
continued occupation of the Country around Lismore. As David Garneau states, 
“[t]he essence of a conciliation project is individual transformation: living with this 
history and, hopefully, engaging in perpetual conciliation.”179 
 
While I am not suggesting physical trauma of the kind Plumwood experienced is 
required for this kind of reshaping or transformation to occur, I believe, just as 
Garneau states, that a process of reconciliation is indefinite, and that an 
undetermined period of unsettling is by its very nature discomfiting. As Rose points 
out, the ethical dialogue required of a reconciliation process requires one to take 
risks and become vulnerable.180 
 
It was during her time spent living with Aboriginal people in Yarralin in the Northern 
Territory that Rose discovered that the answers to questions of belonging, identity 
and reconciliation “emerge in the lived experience of relationships developed in 
shared time and place.”181 If my art-making is to contribute to an ongoing process 
of reconciliation, then it is vital that a dialogical relationship between myself and 
Aboriginal people from Lismore is sustained over time, but also on Country. How to 
maintain this connection while also retaining the mobility required of a 
contemporary artist is a challenge that I will continue to address after the 
completion of this research project.  
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APPENDIX: HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS APPROVAL 
 
 
  
 
Research Integrity & Ethics Administration 
Level 2, Margaret Telfer Building (K07) 
The University of Sydney  
NSW 2006 Australia 
T +61 2 9036 9161 
E human.ethics@sydney.edu.au 
W sydney.edu.au/ethics 
ABN 15 211 513 464 
CRICOS 00026A 
 
 
Research Integrity & Ethics Administration 
Human Research Ethics Committee 
 
 
Tuesday, 4 October 2016 
 
 
Dr Bianca Hester 
SCA Administration; Sydney College of Arts 
Email: bianca.hester@sydney.edu.au 
 
 
 
Dear Bianca 
 
The University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) has considered your 
application. 
 
I am pleased to inform you that your project has been approved.  
 
Approval is granted for a period of four years from 04 October 2016 to 04 October 2020 
 
Project title:  A tree branches, so does a river 
 
Project no.:  2016/789 
 
First Annual Report due: 04 October 2017  
 
Authorised Personnel: Hester Bianca; Patterson Kenzee; 
 
Documents Approved:  
Date Uploaded Version number Document Name 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Participant Information Statement for non-Indigenous partic 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Participant Consent Form for non-Indigenous participants 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Participant Information Statement for family members 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Participant Information Statement for Indigenous participant 
29/08/2016 Version 1 List of questions for interviews 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Letter to be sent to potential Indigeonous participants 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Letter to be sent to potential non-Indigeonous participants 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Participant Consent Form for Indigenous participants 
29/08/2016 Version 1 Participant Consent Form for family members 
 
Special Condition/s of Approval 
 
1. Please provide a safety protocol for the student researcher, as is standard University 
practice where students are conducting research off campus. Please see the Ethics 
Office website for guidance at: 
http://sydney.edu.au/research_support/ethics/human/guidelines/index.shtml.  
2. Please upload the circular that will be provided to the Richmond River Historical 
Society [Richmond River Historical Society circular.docx] as this was not attached to 
the application. 
 
Condition/s of Approval 
 
x Research must be conducted according to the approved proposal. 
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x An annual progress report must be submitted to the Ethics Office on or before the 
anniversary of approval and on completion of the project.  
 
x You must report as soon as practicable anything that might warrant review of ethical 
approval of the project including: 
¾ Serious or unexpected adverse events (which should be reported within 72 hours). 
¾ Unforeseen events that might affect continued ethical acceptability of the project. 
 
x Any changes to the proposal must be approved prior to their implementation (except 
where an amendment is undertaken to eliminate immediate risk to participants). 
 
x Personnel working on this project must be sufficiently qualified by education, training 
and experience for their role, or adequately supervised. Changes to personnel must be 
reported and approved.  
 
x Personnel must disclose any actual or potential conflicts of interest, including any 
financial or other interest or affiliation, as relevant to this project. 
 
x Data and primary materials must be retained and stored in accordance with the 
relevant legislation and University guidelines. 
 
x Ethics approval is dependent upon ongoing compliance of the research with the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research, the Australian Code for the Responsible 
Conduct of Research, applicable legal requirements, and with University policies, procedures 
and governance requirements. 
 
x The Ethics Office may conduct audits on approved projects. 
 
x The Chief Investigator has ultimate responsibility for the conduct of the research and is 
responsible for ensuring all others involved will conduct the research in accordance 
with the above.  
 
 
This letter constitutes ethical approval only.  
 
Please contact the Ethics Office should you require further information or clarification. 
 
Sincerely 
 
 
Dr Fiona Gill 
Deputy Chair 
Human Research Ethics Committee 
 
The University of Sydney HRECs are constituted and operate in accordance with the National 
Health and Medical Research Council’s (NHMRC) National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research (2007) and the NHMRC’s Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of 
Research (2007). 
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From: Human Ethics
To: Bianca Hester
Subject: [2016/789] Human Ethics: Compliance with special conditions outcome
Date: Thursday, 19 January 2017 1:49:00 PM
Dear Dr Hester
Project Title: A tree branches, so does a river
Project number: 2016/789
Compliance with Special Conditions Outcome
Thank you for providing documentation addressing the following special condition(s) of
approval:
               1.            Please provide a safety protocol for the student researcher, as is standard
University practice where students are conducting research off campus. Please see the Ethics
Office website for guidance at:
                              http://sydney.edu.au/research_support/ethics/human/guidelines/index.shtml.
               2.            Please upload the circular that will be provided to the Richmond River Historical
Society [Richmond River Historical Society circular.docx] as this was not attached to the
application.
We are pleased to advise that the above condition(s) have now been met.
You should retain a copy of this email with your study records.
Please contact us if you have any queries.
Regards,
The Ethics Office
Research Integrity & Ethics Administration | Research Portfolio
THE UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY
Level 2 Margaret Telfer Building (K07) | The University of Sydney | NSW | 2006
T +61 2 9036 9161 | E human.ethics@sydney.edu.au | W http://sydney.edu.au/ethics
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CATALOGUE OF WORKS PRESENTED FOR EXAMINATION 
 
 
Limonoid 
2016 
hot-dip galvanised steel, powder-coated steel 
151 cm x 185 cm, 60 cm x 120 cm base plate 
 
Sesquiterpene 
2016 
hot-dip galvanised steel, powder-coated steel, ISCA ball trap and cedar tip moth 
lure 
98 cm x 192.5 cm, 60 cm x 90 cm base plate 
 
Flavone 
2016 
hot-dip galvanised steel, powder-coated steel 
137.5 cm x 195 cm, 60 cm x 90 cm base plate 
 
Hypsipyla robusta 
2016 
hot-dip galvanised steel 
375 cm x 38 cm 
 
Coopers Creek 
2018 
sandblasted, found galvanised steel 
150 cm x 16 cm diameter 
 
Sons of the soil 
2018 
cast bronze 
4 pieces; each piece 14.5 cm x 18.5 cm diameter  
At midday on each day that the exhibition is open to the public, the artist will pick 
up these objects one at a time with gloveless hands, and will place them in a 
different, previously undetermined position within the gallery space. 
 
Between the hand and the trace 
2018 
HD video loop, steel 
dimensions variable 
UAV filming: www.visionmedia.vision 
Post-production: Gregory Ferris 
 
